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On January 25, 2026, an extraordinarily rare combination of intense meteorological forces 

produced a massive winter storm across North America, colossal from even 22, 236 miles above 

the Earth’s equator (Figure 1).   

Figure 1: NOAA GOES Satellite Imagery of the January 25, 1926 Massive North American 

Winter Storm Responsible for the Historic Pendleton County, WV Sleet Slides.  

    



The huge disturbance generated unprecedented sleet accumulations across a broad swath of the 

mid-Atlantic states which triggered unusually large and numerous sleet slides in the steep north-

central mountains of West Virginia.  

Pendleton County, located just east of the Eastern Continental Divide (locally known as the  

Allegheny Front), was especially hard hit. Around three inches of sleet, combined with the 

county’s steep mountain slopes and deep gullies of the rugged German Valley and Smoke Hole 

Canyon, created ideal conditions for large-scale “sleet slides” to accumulate at the base of 

slopes. In many locations, slides funneled into narrow chutes and buried both lanes of county and 

state roads beneath deep, dense deposits (Figure 2).  

Figure 2: 100-Foot Plus Wide 10-Foot Deep Sleet Slides on Smoke Hole Canyon Road 

(photo courtesy of Rick Gillespie, Pendleton Co., WV Emergency Manager).  

   



AREA MOST HEAVILY IMPACTED  
National Weather Service (NWS) meteorologists and others in the private sector identified the 

storm early on as “potentially historic” in intensity, size, and impact. At its peak, the system 

stretched nearly 2,000 miles from the Mexico-U.S. border into southeastern Canada. NWS 

winter weather alerts covered a similarly vast corridor, affecting up to 230 million residents.  

More than 10,000 flights were canceled or delayed nationwide, and numerous states enacted 

travel bans. Twenty-four state governors, including West Virginia’s, issued emergency 

declarations.  

Regionally, the storm’s footprint extended from the mid-west to the Atlantic Ocean and the 

northeast.   

Remarkably, natural sleet slides up to one foot deep were still visible on March 8, 2026 by the 

author at the base of 50-foot smooth bedrock cliffs on the Virginia banks of the Potomac River 

near Chain Bridge, only four miles from urban Washington, D.C.  

Pendleton County, positioned squarely within the impacted zone and characterized some of the 

most extreme relief and long drainage chutes in the region, became an epicenter for colossal sleet 

slides.  

PENDLETON COUNTY’S STEEP TOPOGRAPHY  
The largest sleet slides occurred within one of the most topographically extreme landscapes in 

West Virginia. While Germany Valley provided the immediate setting for many slides, with the 

adjacent Smoke Hole Canyon, located just east, also exhibits similarly extreme relief and 

impacts (Figure 3).  

Figure 3: Pendleton, County, WV’s Numerous Exceptionally Steep Ravines and Gullies 

(center of image surrounding Seneca Rocks) (courtesy of Google Earth).  



     
Within Germany Valley, sleet accumulated on high-angle slopes and narrow ravines descending 

from North Fork Mountain, Cave Mountain, and other sub-ridges on the eastern side of the 

Allegheny Front. These ravines acted as natural chutes, accelerating down-slope movement once 

accumulating sleet layers destabilized. Smooth bedrock surfaces further reduced friction, 

allowing sleet to transition rapidly from static accumulation to channelized slides.  

Smoke Hole Canyon’s precipitous walls and deeply incised channels mirror the same factors 

present in Germany Valley: steep slopes, confined drainage pathways, and abrupt elevation 

changes. In this context, the sleet slides were not isolated anomalies but natural outcomes of 

steep terrain combined with rare meteorological conditions.  

FACTORS CONDUCTIVE TO THE FORMATION OF 

LARGE SLEET SLIDES  
Several factors combined to produce the unusually large sleet slides observed during this storm:  

1. Steep topography (generally slopes ≥ 30 degrees)  

2. Long, continuous gullies and ravines that funnel granular material down-slope  

3. Low temperatures that keep sleet dry, hard, and low-friction  

4. Lower-angle slope bases that allow slides to slow, spread, and accumulate  



5. Large amounts of sleet, the more the bigger the potential sleet slides  

Sleet, professionally called “ice pellets”, rolls, bounces, and accumulates like granular material. 

When deep enough and situated on steep slopes, sleet accumulations can fail catastrophically in 

wave-like pulses. Continued sleet accumulation repeatedly loads the slope until instability is 

reached again, producing successive waves of movement.  

At the base of steep slopes, deposits spread into distinctive “fans”, similar to talus or alluvial fans 

formed by rockfall or water-driven debris flows.  

Because no formal one meteorological term exists for this rare phenomenon, I prefer the term 

“sleet slides”, though other informal terms including sleet fans, sleet sluffs, granular-flow sleet 

slides, and sleet avalanches are sometimes used.   

While sleet slides can behave somewhat like small snow avalanches (lacking clouds of powdery 

snow in the air), they are typically slower, more contained, and far less destructive, yet still a 

force of nature in their own right.  

During this storm, temperatures remained in the single digits F. Such frigid conditions caused 

sleet pellets to behave like tiny metal ball bearings, hard, round, and extremely low-friction. 

Unlike snowflakes, they do not interlock or bond. Without melting, they remain individual rigid 

spheres, ready to mobilize under the right conditions.  

Sleet accumulations can reach a “critical angle of repose”, typically 30 to 40 degrees for dry 

sleet. Damp sleet can remain stable at steeper angles (45 to 55 degrees or more) due to increased 

bonding between pellets.  

In Pendleton County, some sleet fans reportedly reached hundreds of feet in width and 10–20 

feet in depth (Figure 4).   

Figure 4: Front End Loader Clearing 15-to-20 Ft. Deep Sleet Slides on Harper Gap Road  

Just South of Seneca Rocks, Pendleton County (photo courtesy of Bucky Evans, WVDOH).  



     
Road crews reported slides covering both lanes of travel in some places, requiring heavy 

equipment, front-end loaders, graders, and rotary blowers, to clear the dense, heavy deposits 

(Figure 5). Figure 5: Eight-Foot Deep Sleet Slides Blocking Both Lanes of Snowy Mtn. Rd. 

near Dice Hinkle Rd, Pendleton Co., WV (Photos courtesy of Amberly Bennett (via Rick 

Gillespie)) .    



SYNOPTIC SITUATION  
From January 23–27, 2026, a vast winter storm produced deadly and catastrophic ice and snow 

impacts from northern Mexico to Canada. Originating from an upper-level disturbance on 

January 22, the system moved steadily eastward, depositing a huge swath of heavy mixed wintry 

precipitation.  

January 25th was marked by a historic clash of two atmospheric “titans”. As Connor Belak, lead 

winter weather forecaster at the NWS Sterling, VA Weather Forecast Office put it, it was “an 

epic battle between the Pineapple and Polar Expresses”.   

• The Pineapple Express was: a 4,000-foot-thick layer of above-freezing air between  

6,000 and10,000 feet  

• The Polar Express was: a shallow but extremely frigid surface layer with temperatures in 

the single digits F.  

Their collision produced an extreme meteorological setup rarely, if ever, observed previously in 

the mid-Atlantic. The aftermath left behind one of the greatest sleet storms in the region’s 

recorded history.  

By January 25, the storm had reached the mid-Atlantic and Northeast and began transitioning 

into a nor’easter. Gusty winds and heavy snow persisted in New England even as the system 

pulled away the following day.  

Precipitation, both rain and snow from in and above the Pineapple Express layer, all melted in 

that above-freezing warm layer, only to freeze into sleet upon entering the frigid sub-freezing 

Polar air below closer to the surface. This resulted in an unprecedented eight hours of moderate 

to-heavy sleet (Figure 6).  



Figure 6: Conceptual Illustration of Clash Between the Pineapple Express and the Polar 

Express on January 25, 2026 Over Pendleton County, WV.  

   

Early National Weather Service (NWS) forecasts favored 10–16 inches of all powdery snow for 

Pendleton County and much of the surrounding areas. However, as models converged on the 

advection of the warm-nosed layer aloft farther and farther north, sleet became the dominant 

precipitation forecast type. Roughly two inches of total liquid equivalent fell from the system, in 

most places composed of 3 to 4 inches of snow and about three inches of sleet on top of that.  

The rare extreme atmospheric 3-D profile, a vertical “sandwich” of warm, above freezing air 

over dense frigid Arctic air, created the perfect historical setup for the historic sleet storm.  

Was the extreme nature of this event impacted by global warming? Multiple climate scientists 

and news outlets have already claimed so, but it will take additional research to untangle that 

argument.   

MEDIA & EYEWITNESS REPORTS  
Due to the sheer size and severity of impacts on society, especially on transportation, the storm 

received widespread national and regional coverage. Additional local eyewitness accounts were 

collected for documentation here.  



Residents in their 70s, 80s, and 90’s, lifelong locals, reported never having seen or heard 

anything comparable. Patricia Rutherford wrote on Facebook: “In all my 73 years, I have never 

saw anything like this till now,” referring to videos of pulsating sleet slides in adjacent Tucker 

County to the west.  

The President’s Day Storm of 2003, while notable in sleet amounts and far greater in snowfall 

totals, fell well short in comparison for sleet.  

For up to eight hours, pulses of sleet slides swooshed down steep hillsides and gullies while 

temperatures remained locked in the single digits F. Some sleet fans reportedly reached depths of 

10–20 feet (Figures 7 & 8).  

Figure 7: Cleared 15-Foot Deep Sleet Slide in Harper Gap, Pendleton Co. WV (photo 

courtesy of Josh Brenneman).  

     
  

Figure 8: Cutting a Path Through a 12-Foot Deep Sleet Slide Across the Public Entrance to 

Smoke-Hole Caverns, Pendleton Co., WV. (photo courtesy of Josh Hendrick via Josh 

Brenneman).  
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WBOY-TV (Clarksburg, WV) reported that Pendleton County Emergency Management stated  

“there is still much work to be done… several roads remain closed… due to sleet slides,” 

prompting Pendleton County emergency management manager requests for additional equipment 

from Charleston. Mountain Media, LLC reported that Smoke Hole Canyon’s main access road 

was buried under 15-plus feet of slide sleet (Figure 8).  

In neighboring Rockingham County, Virginia, snow and ice reportedly caused the collapse of 

multiple poultry and greenhouses.  

Videos documented the pulse-like, cascading nature of the slides, resembling waterfalls in long-

exposure photographs. Local residents Andrea and Jeremy Judy of Judy Gap described the sound 

as “more like water… like flowing water” (Figure 8).  

Figure 8: Sleet Slides (Waterfall-Like) in Progress near Judy Gap, WV (photo courtesy of 

Andrea and Jeremy Judy).  



     
Rick Gillespie, a 47-year resident and the Pendleton County Emergency Services Coordinator, 

provided a detailed account. While the county occasionally experiences large snowstorms and 

small snow avalanches, he had “never experienced anything even close to the scale of this sleet 

storm”.  

He reported that the storm began with several inches of snow, followed by roughly eight hours of 

moderate-to-heavy sleet. Ongoing slides produced sounds resembling waterfalls with a metallic 

hissing quality, “similar to bunches of BBs rolling downhill.”  



The largest slides reported occurred in Smoke Hole Canyon, along Smoke Hole Road, and in the 

vicinity of Seneca Rocks, and especially along Harper Gap Road west of State Route 28. Nearly 

three consecutive miles of Smoke Hole Road were blocked, with sleet piles approaching 20 feet 

deep in favored gullies.   

In one location, Gillespie reported a slide covered both lanes of the road and extended downslope 

to block half the South Branch of the Potomac River.  

Clearing all impacted roads took several days. Front-end loaders and graders proved most 

effective; snow blowers were a distant third.  

Gillespie commented that he thought that some of the largest sleet fans in shady, north-facing 

gullies might persist into May due to their depth and density.  

IMPACTS  
Nationwide, the storm was blamed for 171 deaths and left more than one million customers 

without power. Damages exceeded $4 billion.  

Locally, Pendleton County experienced severe travel disruptions lasting several days on the most 

impacted roads. While some structures in adjacent counties collapsed under the weight of snow 

and sleet slides, no such damage was documented in Pendleton County.  

County officials did request additional heavy equipment from the state to clear impassable roads 

quicker.  

Following West Virginia’s emergency declaration, President Donald Trump approved federal 

disaster assistance to support cleanup and recovery.  

SUMMARY  
The January 25, 2026 winter storm will be remembered as one of the most extraordinary sleet 

events in mid-Atlantic history. A rare vertical temperature profile, warm Pacific air overriding 

deeply entrenched Arctic air, produced about eight continuous hours of moderate to heavy sleet 

across the north-central West Virginia mountains. Nowhere were the consequences more 



dramatic than in Pendleton County, where steep topography, narrow gullies, and deep valley 

walls amplified the sleet storm’s impacts.  

The combination of large sleet amounts (around 3 inches plus on level surfaces), continuous 

single-digit temperatures, and accumulating granular, low-friction sleet created ideal conditions 

for widespread, gargantuan sleet slides. These slides funneled into chutes and gullies, burying 

roads, and forming alluvial-like fans up to 20 feet deep and 100 feet wide.  

Local residents, including seniors with 70 to 90 years of experience with the county’s winters, 

reported never having witnessed anything remotely comparable to the sleet aspect of the storm.  

While the storm caused billions in damage and significant loss of life nationwide, it’s 

meteorological and physical impacts in Pendleton County are uniquely historic.  

The sleet slides of January 25, 2026 will remain a benchmark for future research, emergency 

planning, and regional extreme winter climatology.  
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